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Many Christians believe that when the Old Covenant of the Old Testament gave way to the New Covenant of the New Testament, Old Cov 
enant law became obsolete2 and therefore lit 
eral Sabbath observance as it is actually 
expressed in the fourth commandment is no 
longer relevant.
This approach has been adopted by a 
broad spectrum of Christians, from those who 
hold that Christians are not bound to keep 
any particular day3 to those who slide aspects 
of the Old Testament Sabbath over to Sunday 
to make it "Christian."4
What does a balanced look at relevant bib 
lical passages reveal about this often 
controversial topic?5
Waves of grace
Standing back from Scripture and viewing 
the big picture, one sees that the divine 
covenants are unified and function as phases of 
development in God's overall plan.6 Each is a 
part of a single, unified program of revelation. 
The enactment or primacy of one does not nul 
lify or subordinate another. None of these 
covenants replaces the one before it; instead, 
each supplements what has come before. 7
In the new covenant prophesied in 
Jeremiah 31, all of God's covenant purposes  
preservation, promise, and law climax in 
Jesus Christ, 8 who is Priest (Heb. 7-10; like
Phinehas) and King (Rev. 19:11-16; like David).
Thus we see that cumulative phases of 
God's unified everlasting covenant bring wave 
upon wave of gracious divine initiative 
throughout Old Testament times and on into 
the New Testament, where the comprehen 
sive culmination in the ultimate revelation 
and only truly effective sacrifice of Jesus 
Christ washes over the human race in a tidal 
wave of grace.
Like the new covenant, the Old Testament 
covenants were based on grace rather than 
law. For example, only after God delivered 
Noah and his family did He formalize or rati 
fy a covenant with them, in the process of 
which He stated some stipulations or laws 
(Gen. 8:20-9:17).
So the laws were for people who were 
already saved by grace, that is, by God's own 
effective intervention (compare Exod. 19:3-6; 
20:2). Ever since the Fall, the only way to sal 
vation has been by grace through faith (Eph. 
2:8) in the seed of Eve (Gen. 3:15), that is, 
Jesus Christ (Gal. 3:16).
Paul's distinction between under law and 
under grace in Romans 6:14, 15, has to do with 
states of persons who are under condemnation by 
the law or freed from condemnation through 
Christ.9 This distinction is not between two dif 
ferent dispensations. 10 Both of these states 
could characterize people within the Old 
Testament or New Testament eras.
Yet, according to Paul, Christ has eclipsed 
the Mosaic Torah in the sense that He is a 
more glorious, effective, complete, and ade 
quate revelation of God's character (2 Cor. 3). 
Christ did not replace God's holy, righteous, 
good, and spiritual law (Rom. 7:12, 14) as a 
means of salvation from sin because God has 
never offered salvation on the basis of law."
Enduring principles
Both within the Bible and elsewhere in 
ancient Near Eastern covenants and treaties, 
law operates within the framework of 
covenant. 12 If we accept God as the authority 
behind the whole Bible (e.g., 2 Tim. 3:15-17) 
and recognize that His covenants are cumula 
tive, it's clear that laws given in connection 
with the Old Testament covenant phases 
should in some way inform our conduct.
Some biblical laws, such as the Ten 
Commandments and many of the civil laws 
(such as Deuteronomy 22:8 protecting peo 
ple from falling off your flat roof), can be
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applied today in a straightforward or 
fairly straightforward manner, except 
that church discipline replaces the 
civil penalties administered under the 
ancient Israelite judicial system. 
Many laws are applicable in principle 
even when the culturally dependent 
specifics do not apply (e.g. Exod. 
21:33, 34). 13
Some biblical laws we cannot keep 
if we no longer have the social insti 
tutions they regulated, such as levirate 
marriage (Deut. 25:5-10). The ritual 
laws, dependent and centered upon 
the function of the earthly sanctuary 
and the temple as the dwelling place 
of God, no longer apply because that 
institution is gone.
Since the ascension of Christ, our 
worship has been focused toward 
God's sanctuary in heaven (Heb. 
8-10). However, we can greatly 
enrich our comprehension of God's 
relationship to human beings 
through study of the Old Testament 
ritual laws as they relate to the 
Hebrew sanctuary. 14
Although circumcision was a ritual 
law (Gen. 17), itpre-dated the sanctu 
ary or temple system and was not 
dependent on it. So loss of the temple 
in the first century A.D. does not 
remove the possibility that circumci 
sion could be an ongoing require 
ment. Cessation of this requirement 
is based on another principle: 
Membership in the "new covenant" 
phase no longer requires membership 
in ethnic Israel (Acts 15).
Is there a single criterion that can 
be used to determine whether a law 
should or should not be kept today? I 
propose the following rule of thumb: 
A biblical law should be kept to the 
extent that its principle can be applied 
unless the New Testament removes the 
reason for its application.
Thus I basically agree with Gordon 
Wenham when he concluded that 
"the principles underlying the Old 
Testament are valid and authoritative 
for the Christian, but the particular 
applications found in the Old 
Testament may not be.'" 5 My 
approach reverses that of Douglas
Moo, who says "we are bound only to 
that which is clearly repeated within 
New Testament teaching." 16
Four aspects of Sabbath
Categories such as moral, health, 
civil, and ceremonial laws, which 
imply the extent to which a given law 
remains applicable, are postbiblical 
analytical classifications, and a law 
may fit in more than one of these cat 
egories. Nothing in the biblical text 
explicitly places the Sabbath laws in 
one category or another, and we must 
allow for the possibility that they 
belong to more than one category. In 
fact, various laws involving Sabbath 
can be viewed as pertaining to all four:
1. Moral. In Exodus 20:8-11 and 
Deuteronomy 5:12-15, God com 
mands cessation from work on the 
seventh-day Sabbath within the con 
text of His Ten Commandments. The 
other nine commandments are clearly 
moral in nature, and there is no com 
pelling reason to single out Sabbath 
rest as essentially ceremonial.17
With regard to Christians who 
(unlike himself) believe "that the 
place of the Sabbath requirement in 
the Decalogue means that it is to be 
seen as a binding moral law norma 
tive for all people in the same way as 
the rest of the Decalogue," A. T. 
Eincoln pointedly remarks:
"Those who argue in this way but 
apply the fourth commandment to 
Sunday, the first day of the week, are 
certainly not as consistent as those 
groups, such as the Seventh-Day 
Adventists, who still observe the sev 
enth day; they need to face this 
inconsistency squarely. On their own 
presuppositions, by what right do 
they tamper with an eternally valid 
moral law? What criterion allows 
them to isolate the seventh day 
aspect, which after all is at the heart 
of the commandment and its ration 
ale (cf. Exod. 20:11), as a temporary 
feature belonging only to the Mosaic 
period, while retaining the remainder 
of the Decalogue as normative for all 
ages. ... If the Mosaic law were
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designed to teach the principle of one 
day's rest in seven instead of seventh- 
day rest, it might be expected that its 
legislation would have provided for a 
different day of rest for the priests (cf. 
Num. 28:9-10), but it does not." 18
2. Health. In Exodus 23:12, the 
benefit of Sabbath rest must include a 
physical component because it is for 
animals as well as human beings.
3. Civil. Under the Israelite theoc 
racy, a man who flagrantly violated 
the Sabbath by gathering firewood on 
this day was stoned to death by the 
community at God's command 
(Num. 15:32-36).
4. Ceremonial. At the ancient 
Israelite sanctuary, special rituals per 
formed on the Sabbath quite under 
standably honored its holiness (Lev. 
24:8; Num. 28:9, 10).
We have found that Sabbath is 
involved with laws belonging to all 
four categories. The moral and health 
roles of Sabbath rest are timeless and 
remain even when civil penalties and 
ceremonial performances pass away. 19 
So it appears that ceasing from work 
on the seventh-day Sabbath should be 
kept to the extent that its principle can be 
applied. We will test this provisional 
conclusion by considering some 
potential objections.
Objection 1: Seventh-day Sabbath 
observance was commanded only for lit 
eral Israelites.
There is no explicit biblical record 
that the requirement for Sabbath 
observance was expressly formulated as 
a law before God commanded the 
Israelites to honor it (Exod. 16; 20). 
But who says that a divinely man 
dated duty does not exist until/unless 
God commands it in the form of a 
law?20 If this were true, why would 
God have held Cain accountable for 
murdering his brother (Gen. 4)?
In the early chapters of Genesis, 
where Sabbath is first mentioned (see 
below), God was concerned with set 
ting up the ideal order of relationships 
rather than commanding protection 
of existing relationships.
On the seventh day of the Creation 
week, God by His example, instituted
the refreshing cessation from work for 
the benefit of all human beings (Gen. 
2:2, 3; compare Exod. 31:17).21 Jesus 
confirmed this when He said that the 
Sabbath was made for humankind 
(anthroposY7- and not humankind for 
the Sabbath (Mark 2:27).
The seventh-day Sabbath is the 
"birthday of the world," which cannot 
be changed because it celebrates a his 
torical event that occurred at a point 
of time in the past,23 long before the 
nation of Israel existed.24 Thus nothing 
that human beings do or do not do 
can affect the holiness of the Sabbath 
itself.25 Sabbath also signifies depend 
ence upon the One who created and 
sanctifies people (Exod. 31:13, 17), 
and who keeps all human beings alive 
(Dan. 5:23; Job 12:10; Ps. 114:14, 15; 
145:15, 16). Because God will always 
be our Creator and Sustainer, the basic 
meaning of seventh-day Sabbath rest, 
which encapsulates this divine- 
human relationship,26 cannot become 
obsolete as long as human beings 
inhabit planet Earth.
"Neither antinomianism nor dis- 
pensationalism may remove the obli 
gation of the Christian today to 
observe the creation ordinance of the 
Sabbath. The absence of any explicit 
command concerning Sabbath- 
observance prior to Moses does not 
relegate the Sabbath principle to 
temporary legislation of the law- 
epoch. . . . God blessed man through 
the Sabbath by delivering him from 
slavery to work."27
Objection 2: Literal seventh-day 
Sabbath observance is no longer relevant 
because it was a temporary type/symbol 
of Christian "rest."
Some see support for this approach 
in Hebrews 4, where Sabbath rest sym 
bolizes a life of gospel rest, involving 
all days of the week, which results 
from believing in God.28 However, a 
historical/horizontal type like the 
Israelite sacrificial system prefigures 
something in the future, which con 
stitutes its antitype.
When the antitype commences, 
the type becomes obsolete. 29 In 
Hebrews 4, God's "rest" has not sud 
denly become available for Christians; 
it was available all along and was not 
fully appropriated in Old Testament 
times only because of unbelief. 30 
Because it was available at the same 
time the weekly Sabbath was in opera 
tion for the Israelites, the weekly 
Sabbath cannot merely be a historical 
type of the life of rest.31
Colossians 2:16, 17 reads: "There 
fore do not let anyone condemn you 
in matters of food and drink or of 
observing festivals, new moons, or 
sabbaths. These are only a shadow of 
what is to come, but the substance 
belongs to Christ" (NRSV).
In verse 17, "shadow" (skid) has 
been taken to mean "temporary 
type." So interpreters have commonly 
supposed that the "sabbaths" men 
tioned in verse 16 functioned as tem 
porary types.32 However, at issue here 
is the problem that in spite of Christ's 
victory and removal of condemnation 
against sinners through the cross (cf. 
verses 13-15), some early Christians 
were prone to judge others (cf. Rom. 
14:3) for not engaging in ascetic prac 
tices, which involved matters of diet 
and observance of holy times, in 
accordance with their philosophy.
Whatever the precise meaning of 
sabbaton, "S/sabbath(s)" in Colossians 
2:16, may be, it seems clear that Paul 
was not addressing straightforward 
observance of Mosaic Torah, but its 
misuse within the framework of a 
misguided philosophy.
At Colossae, however, the sacred 
days were to be kept for the sake of the 
"elemental spirits of the universe," 
those astral powers who directed the 
course of the stars and regulated the 
order of the calendar.
So Paul is not condemning the use 
of sacred days or seasons as such; it is 
the wrong motive involved he dis 
courages, when the observance of 
these days is bound up with the 
recognition of the elemental spirits.33
Besides, the literal seventh-day 
Sabbath enjoined in the fourth com 
mandment cannot be a temporary 
type because God instituted it before 
the Fall (Gen. 2:2, 3). Thus, it was not
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` çã ã Éåí~êó=çå=íÜÉ=l äÇ=qÉëí~ã ÉåíX=d ê~åÇ=o ~éáÇëI=j áÅÜKW=
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OS= ` ÑK=̀ ~ëëì íçI=OQQK
OT= o çÄÉêíëçåI=SUI=SVK
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PP= mÉíÉê=l D_ åÉåI=̀ çäçëëá~åë=~åÇ=mÜáäÉã çå=Et çêÇ=_ áÄäáÅ~ä=̀ çã ã Éåí~êó=
QQI=t ~ÅçI=qÉñ=t çêÇ=_ ççâëI=NVUOFI=NPVK
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?qÜÉ=p~ÄÄ~íÜ=áå=íÜÉ=k Éï =qÉëí~ã ÉåíI?=VOJNNPX=o ~çì ä=a ÉÇÉêÉåI=?l å=
bëíÉÉã áåÖ=l åÉ=a ~óI?=PPPJPPTX=h ÉååÉíÜ=t ççÇI=?qÜÉ=Dp~ÄÄ~íÜ=a ~óëD=
çÑ̀ çäçëëá~åëOWNSI=NTI?=PPUJPQOX=o çód ê~Ü~ã I=?^ =k çíÉ=çå=e ÉÄêÉï ë=
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PS= cÉáåÄÉêÖI=NUTX=ëÉÉ=~äëç=NUQJNUSI=NUUK
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PV= ` ÑK=i áåÅçäåI=?cêçã =p~ÄÄ~íÜ=íç=i çêÇDë=a ~óI?=PSPK
QM= d ÉêëíåÉêI=USK
QN= pÉÉ=péÉÅÜíI=NMRK
February 2004 j fk fpqo v 11
